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lOWARDS A DEI - INI1 ION Oi 
INTERIHSLH'L l NARY S i UD1ES 

J r P. PqweUj* 

TH recent ye® there has beet almost .1 &**■ *« ™oluJ 
A development projects and courses m uimtulum ^Indies, 
apparently timing from die belief that i£ only we ^ gu Hit 
curriculum really straightened out dien most ol our educational 
problems will vanish. 1 believe diis to be a ntuve error, but more 
>1 that later A good deal oi die efforts o£ curriculum Kvuiunai 
L gone into attempts to cotutruct and publicise what are 
described :* ■imcrdtedplmary" or integrated courses. It is 
Claimed dial suclt courses enable students to tarm a bctLei under 
standing ol dieir subject mat mr con tern: dial they make school, 
a„d universities more itiicresdng places for learners; that they 
provide a better preparation lor adult life; that they u ler .1 more 
Lpropriaie foundation lor subsequent recondite speculnl «*dgj 
tikat ihey are more consonant with a heuristic approach id lining; 
drat diey relieve students and teachers of mwllettual cramps 
resulting from confinement withm ll«e traditional disciplines. ■■mi 
that they reflect more UthfrUT ^ 0 conten.poi.uy 

knowledge. 1 do not intend to examine .he case to, anti agrn.oi 
sudi claims since 1 wish to raise a more fundamental ImUC ' a 
Ltdanem ol wWdt is a pre-requisite For any siidv inquiry, uuMel . 
Uie meaning of some of the basic concepts around which it would 

revolve. ,, ,, 

,\nv inquiry into the validity of claims such as these would also 
ifeedV tike‘account of complex and contentious co^nttmm 
of a philosophical nature derived from epistemology; dutorlunr c^ 
ihese are usually ignored by curriculum-makers who rarely bother 
10 acquaint themselves widt the work of such theorists » > ll ™* 
an d Hirm who have been trying to develop a general il,cui> 
die curriculum in order that the practicalities of ^tT.cu ui.i - 
structiou may be based upon a sound fbundauomMn the 
of euiTicutuiu decisions a very impoiiant role is ub p ■) > ^L 

SX3 bimmn excellencies' do we want to foster i« ^ 
b roa d range of interests and abilities or is our admn,tUtm 
manded more by die Wrow special 1 si 1 

thorough and profound grasp of a small area o UyM \u^<A 
larks acquaintance with, and perhaps interest in, 
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knowledge? And there is ihc [archer complication oi empirical 
conri derations rL si ri tiay Lu the intellectual and psychological equip 
merit required ior the advancement of knowledge given die 
enormous increase in both its stoj*. 1 and depth during lIils century. 
In discussing all such issues we need to be quite clear as to wheUict 
we me primarily concerned with the demands of scholarship and 
research or with those of education since ihese may well lead in 
quite different directions: jlL 3 loo often there ls a failure 10 make 
this dhrinaion. 

JJut first we must try to clarify what wc are talking about and 
an essential lirst step is to define some of the terms which feature 
pt.'iiiineiifly in curriculum debates and whose meanings are 
frequently obscure. Definitions arc extremely important since wii_h- 
(ji.lL Lhtrn we cannot fed confident that we are all talking about 
iht s.line things and this generates confusion and misunderstand¬ 
ings: definitions are not* as some people seem 10 imagine, "mere 
verbal quibbles".. 1 shall now offer some definitions and make brief 
comments upon tine educational significance of four widely used 
basic terms: these definitions are admittedly rough and tentative 
and me intended only to stimulate discussion anti criticism. 


■ Jfilerd&eiplinary; A field of knowledge or inquiry which develops 
hi the space between established disciplines but which draws upon 
their findings and techniques. In recent years there has been a 
marked proliferation of such fields, especially in the pure and 
applied sciences* and they often tend to coalesce with one another 
in fo merge with adjacent disciplines since their own boundaries 
are often extremely Imiy. An example of one which has so far 
luaiiuaiiicd a Fair degree of independence is patyuology which has 
gmwa up between geography* botany, prehistory and geomor- 
pliobgy. It would be helpful if die term 1 'in ter disciplinary'' were 
111 lie restricted tu ihe diaracterjsatiun o( research and scholarly 
aui^iii ■ with the rcquisiic features and not be used to describe 
attrinjis to con$frruct courses which draw upon the resources of 
teverh disciplines. 

k TtamrUsripliTULjyi An activity in which a single person draws 
IntdJiEr material from a variety of disciplines and iruerdisciplmes 
Ml MHlrL :■ e nominate or solve a problem or with the aim of 
uuiruiuii;; others. This is of immense educational significance and 
HBb_freipiemh v.ay important in the advancement of knowledge. 
pnftiiiiLnaicEy, although it makes very heavy demands upon tire 
MWcmiouti u tends to be undervalued in academic circles because 
Ijj yjcgtU itcr to the prevailing cult of the sped alii t. An outstand 
e*ample of die iransdisciplhiaiy approacii may be seen In ihe 
Wt& P^rme,! to iht 11th LN Z.A.A S, Congiess held in Port 
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prchisiory, archaeology, ^ ^ ^ 

botany and geology \\k pea' k ^ mode. Many 

Huxley and Bernal, lia« ^ usuaHy ^orked j rawing lllK}ll 

i«d*n are dso “ Vl ^ itui a 

a wide range of knowledge and bringing ^ 

meaningful whole. 

Several ‘Igs'T'StlS'S |“obla» 

r^r4o“» S ^ n». - ..'.e„ be 

mndency for peop ^ bs | lio]1E1 tk tor some unm^i-y course, lo 
sciences. l< lias b» tJSI . usually misnamed as 

be >«bgh. in dns nmna. nuiro^,' <*7 ^ „„ a ,, 110M 

a^SI'SnU^bm £?»=S 

flop in lire leclune hall- 

I rsie mr.T. i. nnlv errmloyed 111 educational context* 

fSKSSi-‘?*r'-'i 

individual c an tackle ^^.^Suaimaitre: this notion .ho,.Id I 

wuh taetdiy 

It Will hast: been noted that all of die | 

suppose the existence of discipline and ' ,; M . hulr 

JLcoum of their M At ^JL^u c«»J 

more than a possibility *«*«.“«* f J*J £ 

arming the criteria in terms o wtll£ ^J n ”Si l , no. ion erf 
For the sake of argument 1 have employ . ' J tal0 !;ua ami 
-discipline" similar to that used mumvo y . ■ d , p iinc* 

permits us to classify physics, philosophy and I |Rt r 

Finally, to return to a point made at the b*™** 1 
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i lint we should be murk more sceptical about the value of expend¬ 
ing large quantities of human and materia! resuuiLes cm curriculum 
development projects at a time when we sir still far from dear 
about what we are attempting to achieve in education. I doubt 
whether the content of the curriculum is as important as many 
people suppose and concentrating no much of our resources upon 
changing it only st-rves lo divert attention away from far more 
significant educational issues. What matters educationally is not 
jq much what students learn but haw they learn and the manner 
in which they are taught. Until wc succeed in making some quite 
radical changes eo the character oE teaching-learning Transactions 
in school* and universities there is little point in changing she 
content of what is taught 


interdisciplinary STUDIES—REVOLUTION OR 
REVISIONISM? 

Joan M Rttchii?* 

T HERE is a tendency in educational institutions in Australia to 
Mirm; upon overseas trends, to hail them as brilliant innovations 
and to impose them on existing structures. There is a danger that 
‘In Eve disciplinary si tidies" will fall into Elds category. The term 
j. larch defined and Ils assumptions need careful consideration. 
Il E-afoes important cptsio mo logical issues and, unless cautiously 
appraised, may obscure alternative educational innovations. The 
purpose of this article is to examine die background of 'inter 
■ iliidp] hi illy studies”;, lo look at some definitions of the term and 
I to assess its uselulness in the educational structure of Australian 
utiivctsities. 

Wkfikgrmmft of Term 

■.Graham Wallas originated ihe idea of Interdisciplinary studies 
in IfJlf*.' ilis book "'rile Great Society' 1 brought psychology into 
# touch with contemporary problems, Charles Meniam of the Uni- 
| vet il t \ v i Chicago used the term in die early twenties to descri be 
jjllSE totinenton between politics and most of the social and 
behavioural scEcnoes. 5 

k A-con ((--rente fm Social Studies iu America tried to develop a 
instead of cnticenlraling on subject disciplines/ 1 Both the 
AttiiTTir ;m Hi>. : i] Science RcmtitcIi CoLmcil, in 1923 n and Lhe London 

fcetikftr in titiicral SludiM. Lfnivenitj of New South Wnk-i. 

















